Product Successes and Failure—III

Look Ma, No Markets

By  Paul Herbig

This is the third and final installment on Why Good Companies produce bad Products. The result of one study examining why some products succeed and others fail indicate success is a result of a point of difference or a uniquely superior product.  Or, the flip side is failure comes from not having a point of difference,  a “me-too” product as was discussed in the previous column.  If you have nothing new to offer, nothing to differentiate yourself from other products, what reason have you given the user to purchase your product instead of others.  In most cases, the answer is none.

The second major distinction deals with understanding the market.  Major reasons for failure include:  lack of a defined market, not even close to understanding the consumers’ wants, needs, or preferences; or insufficient market attractiveness. A high market attractiveness is the ideal situation:  a large target market, high growth potential, a real customer need, and preferably little or no competition already present.  The major problem here is not taking the time to better understand the market and the needs of the users within it.

The Dot-coms can provide an excellent example.  During the heyday of the dot-coms, it was enough to want to sell anything over the internet.  Although it is a prerequisite for an entrepreneur to be excited about his/her product and market niche, the successful entrepreneurs are also realists.  Like Billy Bob’s Mom whose friends all adore her cooking and since they all do, everyone else should too and she starts up “Ma’s Home cooking’ Restaurant and wonders why everyone does not flock to her door, a very narrow view of the market can be disasterous.  

Grocery.com thought everyone would want to have their groceries delivered.  Or rather, everyone SHOULD want to have their groceries delivered (that is, since I do, everyone does).  Everyone didn’t and most of the home delivery food services went belly-up.  I am certain the founders are still shaking their head at the low culture of the American populace who would rather spend time doing their own shopping then using the internet.  How dare they!  But they did.  And any realist would have realized selling 80 pound bags of dog food through the internet and being shipped by ground express to one’s front door was not a winning program.  A rational examination of the market and the potential user base for these products would have found either an insufficient market or an underdeveloped one that would need years to nurture before it reached the critical mass necessary for success. (A side note:  some of the bricks and clicks groceries have found an interesting use for groceries on the internet:  customers compile a virtual  grocery cart, pay by credit card, provide a pick-up time, and their groceries are waiting for them at the nearest store, curbside,  bagged, at their chosen time).

And finally, the other marketing failure is poor execution of the idea and one or more of the marketing mix elements being poor or just plain wrong:  the wrong price, wrong distribution strategy, wrong promotional strategy, wrong package, or wrong name. It only takes one wrong to defeat all the rest of the rights.   Even if marketing research is done, it might not provide the correct information.  New Coke taste tests showed user preferred the New Coke taste over that of hated rival Pepsi.  However, the amount of brand loyalty and user memories attached to Coca Cola Classic (Old Coke) far outweighed any taste benefits.  In this case, marketing research provided the right answer but was asking the wrong questions.  

Although many studies have been performed and the factors that make a product a success or a failure are well understood, good companies still often create and market bad products for a wide variety of reasons, some of which are directly attributable to human nature.  Watching other failures is like watching the Cubs start the season in April:  you gotta love them and they’re off to a great start early but deep down in your heart you know they’re not going to be there come September.  History does repeat itself and marketers who fail to learn from other companies and other products’ successes and failures are certain to repeat them and become the fodder for the next generation to learn from.  

